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On Reading Maugham 
Barnaby Ralph
Author’s Note and Dedication
I rst read W. Somerset Maugham when I was a teenager living in an 
English-speaking country. I remember nding his works amusing and poi-
gnant, whilst also feeling that he was very much a product of his generation. I 
viewed him, in short, with the sort of condescension that only the very, very 
young and foolish manage to feel towards the very, very old and wise. 
More years later than one might care to admit, while teaching in Tokyo, 
I encountered a student who wished to write a dissertation on Maugham. I 
was not her supervisor, but she frequently came to ask for guidance, which led 
to an increasingly in-depth and complex discussion. As a result, this necessi-
tated my revisiting several of the novels and short stories, and enjoying them 
anew. Aer discussion with my colleagues, I was astonished to discover how 
popular Maugham was and how widely his works were known in Japan. 
e whole process led me to ways of thinking about narrative, context and 
authorial intent within literature itself. I am very much indebted to the student 
who came to ask me for help, yet wound up giving me much more than she 
took away. It is to her, therefore, that this short essay is gratefully dedicated.
Introduction
One of the most famous and prolic authors of the twentieth century, 
W. Somerset Maugham was born on the 25th of January, 1874, in Paris. His 
mother chose, however, to bring him into the world within the sandstone 
connes of the British Embassy, thus ensuring that he was, at least techni-
cally, born on British soil. Considering that he spent so much of his life as 
an international gure who retained and wore his national identity like a 
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cloak, this contradiction in his birth seems somehow suitable. When in the 
United Kingdom, Maugham always seemed to be something of an outsider 
yet, as an expatriate, he had a voice that was unmistakably English, with all 
of the attendant assumptions and clichés that one might expect.
Indeed, Maugham himself was cognizant of this and commented on it 
a number of times, perhaps most poignantly in this passage from 1933:
e accident of my birth in France, which enabled me to learn French 
and English simultaneously and thus instilled into me two modes of 
life, two liberties, two points of view, has prevented me from ever 
identifying myself completely with the instincts and prejudices of one 
people or the other, and it is in instinct and prejudice that sympathy is 
most deeply rooted. (Traveller’s Library 6)
Such an ironically self-aware description is not simply a literary conceit. It 
is, rather, evidence of a greater tendency towards a reexive awareness that 
infuses his work as a whole.
It cannot be denied that Maugham himself was frequently unpleasant, 
petty, cynical, and misogynistic, and nor can it be denied that these ele-
ments tend to come through in his writing. ere is also, on a casual read-
ing, a strong sense of a discourse of cultural preferencing̶an “us and 
them” assumption that privileges European culture and idioms. e ques-
tion that this discussion is intended to address is one of how to approach 
such work, along with whether or not it is possible to see it as something 
more than literature that must be framed within the context of its time. In 
particular, his depictions of non-European cultures and their inhabulatory 
individuals will be scrutinized, focussing on four core themes that are no-
tably recurrent in his short ction.
Notes on Maugham’s Life, Work and Character
Whilst this is not the place for a full biography, a few points about 
Maugham are worth noting for the purposes of contextualizing what fol-
lows. e rst is that his parents died when he was a young man, leaving 
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him in the dubious care of his uncle, a Vicar in Kent. e uncle was a dis-
tant, unpleasant man whose home was, as Frederic Raphael notes, “as cold 
as charity” (10). 
e young Maugham developed a stammer and this, combined with 
his short stature, led to bullying at school. e result was for him to devel-
op a cynical exterior. He discovered a gi for sarcasm and wounding others 
and was further isolated from those around him (Calder 5–7). An intelli-
gent, if dicult student, he was to go on to the study of medicine, which 
seemed to t well with a somewhat clinical, detached personality (Brophy 
11). During this time, turned to writing and, as the new century dawned, 
was something of a minor success, due primarily to his novel Liza of Lam-
beth, published in 1897 while he was still working in a hospital. It was the 
beginning of an astonishing career which saw him rise to the heights of 
fame as an author of novels, plays and short stories. 
In the war year of 1916, Maugham rst travelled to the Pacic in order 
to develop the background to his 1919 novel e Moon and Sixpence. is 
was the beginning of many journeys through what one might consider to 
be the boundaries of the over-extended British Empire in its twilight years, 
as well as those places connected to it by trade and custom. He spent con-
siderable time in Malaysia, China, India and other countries that must 
have seemed deeply exotic and mysterious to the majority of his conserva-
tive reading public. Whilst there, however, he does seem to have spent the 
majority of his time amongst the expatriate community rather than at-
tempting to integrate into local culture (Christie 678).
Another point that is of interest to the present discussion is 
Maugham’s atheism. Despite being raised by a vicar, he did not feel a need 
to invest the tenets of any given religion with personal belief, and, as is ap-
parent in many of his characterizations of the pious, furthermore seemed 
to feel a certain contempt towards those who embraced overt faith. In 
1894, he wrote:
I do not believe in God. I see no need of such an idea. I nd the no-
tion of future punishment outrageous and of future reward extrava-
gant. I am convinced that when I die, I shall cease entirely to live; I 
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shall return to the earth I came from. . . . e evidence adduced to 
prove the truth of one religion is of very much the same sort as that 
adduced to prove the truth of another. I wonder that it does not make 
a Christian uneasy to reect that if he had been born in Morocco he 
would have been a Mahometan, if in Ceylon a Buddhist; and in that 
case Christianity would have seemed to him as absurd and obviously 
untrue as those religions seem to the Christian. (A Writer’s Notebook 
11)
Such a perspective suggests that his judgments on individuals and on cul-
tures as a whole, whilst frequently scathing, tended to be motivated by con-
siderations other than their relative distance from an arbitrary locus of 
doctrinally-enforced morality.
Maugham has oen regarded by critics as something of a second-rate 
novelist, if unfairly (Cordell 202). One could argue that this is more likely 
to have been, however, because of the tendency to suspect the successful of 
artistic mediocrity than any actual lack of merit in his work. Similarly, his 
plays are rarely performed today. His short stories, however, are celebrated 
and oen held up as masterpieces of the genre (Meyers xxviii). A signi-
cant proportion are set in the East, as understood by Maugham and the 
majority of British people of his generation, or further aeld in the Pacic. 
For him, the East possessed a mysterious energy, and he seemed to regard 
it as a kind of homogeneous bounded space, particularly from an early age. 
us, one nds clichés such as “e odours lled me with a drowsy intoxi-
cation, like an Eastern drug” (A Writer’s Notebook 34), which appears in his 
notes from 1900. It was only later that he developed a more nuanced view 
and understanding of the dierences, both as a result of his travels and his 
development as a more subtle commentator on the human condition.
Four Themes in the Short Stories
Maugham himself, in the introduction to the rst volume of his Col-
lected Stories, states that, juvenilia aside, his short stories were written be-
tween 1920 and 1945, although one could trace the origins of some of his 
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work as far back as 1901 (7). e germs of ideas in his tales of exotic travel, 
however, can be dated to 1916, which is, as previously noted, when he rst 
went to the South Seas. 
e rst of these tales is “Rain,” in which a self-righteous missionary 
attempts to reform a woman he regards as corrupt, but is instead corrupted 
as a result. It is a character study of the most devastatingly cynical sort, 
aiming at four core themes common to much of Maugham’s work. e rst 
of these is the disproportionate power̶and corresponding arrogance̶of 
the European abroad. Arthur Davidson, the missionary, uses his position 
to make others to bend to his whims in a way that would not be possible in 
England. In one example, he forces the local people to attend church, wear 
more clothing and give up dancing by extending economic sanctions 
against them and threatening them with starvation, where, in another, he 
gives the same treatment to a Danish trader he regards as immoral, eventu-
ally ruining him both economically and physically:
‘In two years he was a ruined man. He’d lost everything he’d saved in a 
quarter of a century. I broke him, and at last he was forced to come to me 
like a beggar and beseech me to give him a passage back to Sydney.’ (20) 
e second theme is the reluctance of the oppressed, whether local or ex-
patriate. Clearly, the people whom Davidson forces to submit to his doc-
trines do not want to do so, and only agree due to the threat of severe con-
sequences. His systematic humiliation of Miss ompson is a breaking of 
her will. e reader could, were it not for the dramatic reversal at the end 
of the story, be forgiven for thinking that her contrition is genuine. Aer 
Davidson’s suicide, however, which seems less of a tragedy and more of the 
overthrowing of a monster, Miss ompson returns immediately to her 
previous mode of behaviour, playing loud music and dressing provocative-
ly. Presumably, the local people also return to their prior habits and cus-
toms with a certain sense of relief.
A related third theme is the incomprehensibility of local culture. Da-
vidson does not, in the least, attempt to understand the local people that he 
forces to attend church and change their behaviour and they, as evidenced 
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by the fact that threat rather than discussion is used as the primary coer-
cive tool, presumably do not feel much empathy in return. What is appar-
ent here is the failure to connect rather than any bridging of chasms. It also 
has the eect here of somewhat dehumanizing local people, and relegating 
them to the role of background eects rather than individuals. Other sto-
ries might address this less, but it is still a common element in many of 
Maugham’s works.
e nal primary theme is the hypocrisy of religion and imposed cul-
ture, which, with regard to this particular story, has been explored exten-
sively by Robert J. Priest, John Whitehead and others. ere is oen a gen-
eral sense in Maugham’s work that Christianity, in particular, oen carries 
with it a sense of moral superiority that takes no account of the needs or de-
sires of others, and that it is used as a tool of oppression rather than charity. 
Davidson and his wife are cast as a petty, vindictive and narrow-minded 
couple, blind to the concerns of those around them and set on enforcing 
their particular faith on as many people as they can. e irony of the fact 
that this has to be done by threats and cruelty seems to be lost on them 
both. 
e same four elements, although in diering quantities, can be de-
tected in almost all of the short ction of this type by Maugham. Another 
example is “e Taipan,” a story initially published in the orientalist collec-
tion On a Chinese Screen of 1922, but later included in the second volume 
of the Collected Stories. e titular character has the power of an oce that 
depends on economic authority, and uses it to create a personal kingdom 
over which he rules with a sort of benevolent callowness, although he does 
not hesitate to protect its boundaries:
Once a consul and he had been at loggerheads and it was not he who 
had gone to the wall. e Taipan thrust out his jaw pugnaciously as he 
thought of the incident. (276)
Again, there are the reluctant oppressed, both in terms of political oppo-
nents and also the servile locals. e Taipan has bearers who carry a sedan 
chair for him, although he oen prefers to walk, and he also passes work-
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men digging a grave, described, with a now-pejorative term, as “coolies” 
(277). When he attempts to speak to them, he cannot, yet he curses them 
for their ignorance rather than his own in not knowing their language de-
spite living in their country. Finally, the hypocrisy of Christian humility is 
apparent in the cemetery itself, located as it is on the most expensive real 
estate in the area. Its location gives the Taipan pride in his own nationality, 
as it is a symbol of the triumph of his culture and religion over that of the 
Chinese people.
One could trace these four primary themes in the great majority of 
such stories by Maugham but, at the risk of exhausting the reader, the pres-
ent discussion shall sidestep the temptation to do so. Instead, it is sucient 
to point out that they are there, and interested parties can easily discern 
them for themselves. A h theme̶that of the exile wishing to return 
home̶is also quite common, but not as universal as the other four. It is 
noted here in passing only for reasons of completeness.
Inherent Racism and Failed Relationships
Racial slurs and assumptions run as a thread through Maugham’s 
work, although they most oen appear via the words of characters, and 
thus say more about the people who speak than the people of whom they 
are speaking. “Footprints in the Jungle,” for example, has one character that 
says, when describing the murder of a white compatriot; “I think a pair of 
Chinks might think out a trick like that, but I don’t believe Malays would. 
ey’d be much too frightened” (384). Non-European characters also fre-
quently speak in pidgin of one type or another, saying things such as “Velly 
glad” and “we go down coast chop-chop” (“Flotsam and Jetsam” 72–73).
e issue of the relegation of local people to mere background ele-
ments has been noted, but there are a few̶a very few̶stories in which 
this does not take place. ese include “e Pool,” “Mackintosh” and “Flot-
sam and Jetsam.” In the latter story, the aliation between Skelton and his 
Chinese servant Kong seems to be one of mutual respect and understand-
ing. A less convivial relationship forms the centrepiece of “e Pool,” how-
ever, where Lawson, a British man, comes to Samoa and falls in love with a 
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half-caste local girl. Despite his eorts at understanding and trying to meet 
her needs, the gap between them widens, especially following the birth of 
their son, and dierent cultural assumptions become forces that tear them 
apart, leading to self-imposed exile and eventual suicide. In “Mackintosh,” 
Walker, the administrator of Talua, fancies that he has a close relationship 
with the local people, but is eventually murdered by one of them out of 
wounded pride.
ere is also “e Force of Circumstance,” in which a British woman 
discovers that her new husband has already fathered three children with a 
Malay woman. She cannot bear this and returns home, at which point the 
Malay family move back in. Elizabeth Robertson and Bruce Martin write of 
the perceived diculties in teaching this work to Malay students. Such con-
cern was to do with what white teachers constructed as “the residue of colo-
nial power,” as well as negative stereotypes associated with the behaviour of 
the Malay woman in the narrative (504). It turned out not to be an issue for 
the students in question, however, who were apparently able to compart-
mentalize very eectively via both chronological and geographical niceties.
One might argue that, of all the relationships between expatriates and 
local people in Maugham’s writing, the most supportive is that which ap-
pears at the end of e Moon and Sixpence. is novel ends with the narra-
tor encountering a native woman living in Tahiti who comes, if not to un-
derstand, then to accept the obsessed, sociopathic artist who forms the 
centrepiece of the work, her live-in lover and the father of her children. In 
this case, however, Strickland has already made himself an object of revul-
sion within European society, and thus can only cohabit successfully with a 
partner who will not attempt to peer into the recesses of his soul̶and 
who, aer his death, is able to carry out his nal wishes in terms of the de-
struction of his greatest artistic achievement. Incomprehension is a neces-
sary part of their relationship.
Conclusion
At the outset of the present discussion, mention was made of the self-
reexive element in Maugham’s body of work. e artfulness and subtlety 
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with which this is accomplished relates to the nuanced and layered position 
of the narrative in relation to the author and the reader. One is aware of be-
ing told a story by a storyteller, and this necessitates the construction of an 
authorial voice that is awed and human. As Calder notes, such a voice is 
“always conversational in tone” (216). When prejudices reveal themselves, 
they serve to reinforce the authenticity of the narrative, making the stories 
somehow more, rather than less complex.
us, the reader is presented with an author who is distant, yet pres-
ent. e impression might well be seen as one of hauteur and inherent in-
tolerance, whether directed towards issues of race and gender, or simply a 
cynical view of others. It is Maugham’s parody of the self, and an ever-
present element in his work, adding veracity. is, in turn, creates an extra 
layer that can easily be mistaken at the supercial level for actual prejudic-
es rather than constructed ones. erefore the short ction in particular 
achieves a layered intricacy that must be apprehended in order to appreci-
ate the text fully. One can surely, as a modern reader, nd in these stories a 
relevance that transcends simple banalities of time.
e exotic settings of the Far East and Pacic Islands are arguably nei-
ther places nor characters in Maugham’s stories. Rather, Western percep-
tions of these locations, with all their attendant prejudices and aws, serve 
to ll this role. Calder describes the phenomenon as follows:
Maugham has matched the achievement of the most prominent au-
thors̶the creation of an imaginary world which is universally identi-
ed with him. For him it is the world of plantations, seedy Pacic ho-
tels, colonial administrators, isolated outposts and human derelicts. 
Although this world may not be entirely authentic, and although it is 
now certainly signicant only as a part of the social history of twenti-
eth-century colonialism, it is a milieu which retains many attractions 
and is a microcosm in which Maugham is able to reveal a number of 
signicant truths about human nature. (223)
What Maugham never does, in any of his short travel ction, is claim to un-
derstand the local people, and those few of his characters who do so tend to 
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fail, as if even the act of stating that one possesses such knowledge is hubris-
tic in the extreme. e native inhabitants of Samoa, China, Malaysia and 
other such landscapes are as alien and unfathomable to his European char-
acters as the sea or the sky. Instead, he concentrates on the space between 
local actions and those of the foreigners who, inevitably, fall into the chasm 
of misunderstanding that results from a lack of ability to adapt, change and 
let go of the assumptions attendant upon their own cultural backgrounds.
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